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search Center. The paper will end 
with an explanation of how EU in-
tegration is affected by touching on 
divisions between the EU member 
states, the departure of one in part 
due to Islamophobia, and the refus-
al of others in part because of their 
Muslim culture.
Despite the surge of an Islamic 
presence in Europe after 2015, Islam 
is nothing new in Europe and not ev-
ery Muslim is a recent arrival, con-
trary to what many in Europe might 
believe. Drawing from centuries ago, 
one will learn of the Muslims who 
conquered vast swaths of the North 
Mediterranean and the Iberian 
Peninsula for over seven centuries. 
Meanwhile, in 1362, the Ottomans 
began their conquest of the Balkans 
and eventually captured Constanti-
nople, the capital of the Byzantine 
Empire. However, the most relevant 
illustration of the intertwined histo-
ry of Europe and Islam occurs after 
World War II (WWII). With Europe 
devastated post conflict, infrastruc-
ture was in dire need of repair. Yet 
with so many young men dead from 
the fight, noticeable labor shortages 
began. To fill this labor gap, Euro-
pean powers turned to their colo-
nies. Thus, hundreds of thousands 
of Indians, Pakistanis, and Bengalis 
went to the United Kingdom, Indo-
nesians and Surinamese went to the 
Netherlands, and North Africans 
went to France. Germany needed 
workers too and turned to its former 
ally in World War I (WWI), Turkey 
(the then-Ottoman Empire). Ger-
many accepted Turkish guest work-
ers, who were expected to leave; 
however, most simply decided to 
stay, transforming German society 
as a result.1 Knowing this informa-
tion, we can conclude the following; 
Muslims in Europe are nothing new, 
so for Europeans to be wary of Mus-
lims as a new presence is history un-
Inside the European Union, the rise in the number of Muslims and increased fear 
of Islam has increased tension and 
is stalling the integration of Europe, 
especially after the 2015 migrant 
crisis. Outside of the European 
Union (EU), Muslim-majority na-
tions such as Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and Turkey attempt to 
be involved as members in a Union 
often cited as a “Christian Club” by 
critics for its lack of Muslim partic-
ipation. This paper is an attempt to 
showcase Islam’s rise in the EU and 
explain how EU integration suffers 
due to Islamophobia, especially af-
ter the 2015 crisis. To do this, I will 
examine the history of Islam in Eu-
rope, then examine the 2015 crisis, 
and interpret poll data and opinions 
on Muslims by Europeans today – 
largely drawn from modern new 
sources and non-partisan polling 
organizations such as the Pew Re-
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substantiated. 
Before examining the effects of 
modern Islamophobia in Europe, 
its history must be explained. Islam-
ophobia refers to the irrational hos-
tility, fear, and hatred of Muslims, 
Islam, and Islamic culture, and the 
active discrimination against these 
groups.2 Islamophobia manifests it-
self in Europe in several attitudes, 
behaviors, and actions. Classic ex-
amples of Islamophobia in Europe 
include attacks on property and 
places of worship, threats, religious 
profiling, and abuse. Also includ-
ed is discrimination in education, 
employment, housing, or access to 
goods and services. Legislation that 
disproportionally affects Muslims 
exists as well, such as with bans on-
wearing visible religious symbols or 
building mosques with minarets.3 
Islamophobia has caused many Eu-
ropeans to fear Muslims, hate Mus-
lims, stigmatize Muslims, treat them 
as the “Other,” and believe that Mus-
lims cannot be integrated into the 
fabric of the European Union. 
Despite the long history of Islam 
in Europe, the crisis in 2015 brought 
the presence of Islam back into ques-
tion in the EU. More than one mil-
lion migrants and refugees entered 
Europe in 2015. With countries 
struggling to cope with the massive 
influx and different views on how 
the influx should be handled, divi-
sions brewed in the EU. Syria had 
the highest number of people apply-
ing for asylum in the EU, followed 
by Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo, Alba-
nia, and Pakistan —  all Muslim-ma-
jority countries. Germany accepted 
the most asylum applications of any 
European state, followed by Sweden, 
Italy, France, and the Netherlands.4 
This event is the foundation upon 
which the modern discourse of Is-
lam and Islamophobia in Europe 
rests. 
The Islamophobia that existed be-
fore the 2015 Refugee Crisis surged 
in intensity and spread throughout 
the population after the crisis. Since 
that influx of migrants, unfavorable 
opinions increased in most Euro-
pean countries, according to a Na-
tional Observer 2016 survey of ten 
EU countries. Islamophobia surged 
by nine percent in the United King-
dom, by eight percent in Spain 
and Italy, and by twelve percent in 
Greece.5
Analyzing the effects of the crisis 
and the sudden influx of Muslims in 
different countries will show us the 
change in sentiments over Islam. 
Similar reactions occur in states 
with a large Muslim population 
and states with a low Muslim pop-
ulation. Given France’s history as a 
colonial power that once controlled 
Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia – 
three Muslim-majority countries 
– it becomes clear why there is a 
long history of francophone Mus-
lims from these countries traveling 
to France for work and new oppor-
tunities. Thus, France has the larg-
est Muslim population in the EU, 
with 8.8 percent of its population 
being Muslim.6 Despite the large 
and historic presence of Islam in 
France, France still has not become 
comfortable with it. In 2016, France 
drew controversy when French po-
lice confronted a woman wearing a 
burkini on a beach in Nice. The po-
licemen demanded that she remove 
the burkini and issued her a ticket, 
citing that she was not wearing an 
outfit “respecting good morals and 
secularism.”7 A year later, in 2017, 
French presidential elections were 
occurring and discussions on Is-
lamophobia were present in nearly 
every campaign. That same year, 10 
far-right militants were arrested by 
French anti-terrorist police because 
they planned attacks on Muslim 
places of worship.8
For countries that are less-de-
veloped and took in much less in 
terms of Muslim refugees, Islam-
ophobia has still increased. Hunga-
ry is a country that demonstrates 
the effects that the crisis had on Is-
lamophobia. Despite having one of 
the lowest shares of a foreign-born 
population anywhere in the devel-
oped world, Hungary’s current rul-
ing party, Fidesz, managed to win 
by targeting their campaign against 
immigration. This is rather ironic; 
given Hungary’s low fertility rate, 
immigration would massively help 
Hungary’s declining labor force. 
Hungary is not necessarily anti-im-
migrant; until March 2017, it ran a 
residency bond program targeted 
mostly at upper-class Asians. For a 
€300,000 investment in Hungarian 
government bonds, permanent resi-
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dency could be obtained, and 20,000 
people took this offer. This money 
was then usurped by corrupt mem-
bers of the government as well as 
used to fund the government propa-
ganda against Muslims in Europe.9 
Regarding immigrants, Orb.n’s gov-
ernment is specifically against Mus-
lims in particular; a government 
spokesman said that the Hungarian 
government “knows that
[Islam] is not going to integrate.”10 
Orb.n has been quoted saying that 
with mass migration,
“[Europe’s] worst nightmares 
have come true.”11He has called for 
an anti-migrant alliance to ban the 
continued arrival of new migrants at 
the European Union’s border. In part 
thanks to government propaganda, 
seventy-two percent of Hungarians 
have a negative view of Muslims in 
their country, whereas the EU aver-
age is only forty-three percent. 12
Poland is also guilty of Islam-
ophobia. In a survey done by the 
Pew Research Center, Poles have the 
most favorable view of the Europe-
an Union out of any member state.
eighty-four percent of Poles have 
a favorable view of the European 
Union, compared to a mere four-
teen percent who have anunfavor-
able view.13 Yet a paradox appears; 
the results from a survey conduct-
ed by the Polish Center for Pub-
lic Opinion Research (or C.B.O.S) 
show that while Poles are the biggest 
believers in the European Union, 
a clear majority would rather lose 
EU funds than accept Muslim ref-
ugees as part of the EU’s relocation 
processes. thirty-one percent of re-
spondents on this poll said that they 
believe refugees intend to “Islamize 
Europe” and twenty-three percent 
perceive refugees as potential ter-
rorists. 14
Directly related to the presence 
of Islamophobia and the citizens’ 
views on Muslims is the public per-
ception of just how many Muslims 
there are within the country. The 
average Polish citizen believes that 
Muslims constitute nearly seven 
percent of Polish society. In reality, 
the actual number of Muslims in 
Poland is a staggering seventy times 
less than that percentage, at only 0.1 
percent of the population.15 A 2014 
poll from the Social Research Insti-
tute found that French respondents 
believed that the percentage of Mus-
lims in France at around thirty-one 
percent, whereas the real percentage 
did not exceed six percent at the 
time, and Germans believed that 
nineteen percent of the population 
was Muslim, instead of the actual 
four percent.16 A 2016 Ipsos Mori 
Survey measured the gap between 
public perception and reality of 
Muslim communities in forty coun-
tries. The survey’s results showed 
that the public estimates of the size 
of Muslim communities were more 
than four times the actual level in 
France and three times the actual 
level in the UK. 17
Now, there is a question of why 
Islamophobia is so persistent in Eu-
rope and why so many Europeans 
believe that the population of Mus-
lims is larger than it truly is in their 
country. A major reason for this is 
government portrayal and propa-
ganda. Throughout time, scapegoats 
existed as a powerful political tool 
for corrupt leaders and govern-
ments to divert the public eye from 
their own problematic practices and 
inadequacies. One of the most pop-
ular scapegoats that governments 
today use are minority groups such 
as Muslims. Muslims are major tar-
gets, especially now, because the 
refugees that arrived in 2015 came 
from war-torn countries that did not 
allow for the same level of education 
that a Frenchman or Englishman 
would have received. The media, 
too, propels government propagan-
da to influence how citizens should 
think. Titled “The Islamic Rape of 
Europe,” Polish magazine wSieci, a 
mass-market politically conserva-
tive magazine, helped to instill fear 
into the population through this 
depiction of a “proper” Polish lady 
being harmed by darker-skinned 
men.18
Another reason for Islamopho-
bia’s persistence in Europe is terror-
ist attacks conducted by extremist 
Muslims. The September 11th at-
tacks in New York City arguably 
changed the West’s perspective on 
Muslims forever, and more recent 
events such as the terrorist acts 
committed by jihadists in London, 
Paris, Brussels, and Barcelona have 
caused even more fear and anxiety. 
Since 2001, it has been more com-
53
VOL V || ISSUE I || FALL 2020
mon for media outlets in Europe to 
report based on stereotypes and use 
the actions of radicals to portray an 
entire community of Muslims.19 
Islamophobia encourages Euro-
peans to believe that Muslims can-
not integrate properly and assimi-
late into European society, but that 
conclusion has been proven false. 
Europeans may think that Islam 
inherently goes against Western 
values, such as same-sex marriage. 
However, in a survey conducted by 
the Bertelsmann Stiftung, rough-
ly sixty percent of Muslim respon-
dents said that they support same-
sex marriage. This is not limited to 
“casual” Muslims either; forty per-
cent of Muslim respondents who 
consider themselves highly religious 
believe in same-sex marriage as 
well. Most of these Muslim respon-
dents have their origins in Turkey, 
the Muslim-majority country with 
the most emigration to Germany. In 
contrast to these Turkish-German 
Muslims, only twelve percent of 
highly-religious Muslims in Turkey 
say that there are in favor of same-
sex marriage. This disparity be-
tween Turkish-German and Turkish 
Muslim respondents illustratesthe 
absorption of German values in the 
German Muslim communities. Es-
sentially, Muslims in Germany feel 
at home there and are proven to 
have integrated into German soci-
ety. Despite this evidence, sixty-one 
percent of Germans feel that Islam 
is not compatible with life in the 
Western world, but the vast majority 
of Germans – nearly eighty-five per-
cent – say that they are tolerant of 
other religions. This is not the case 
with Islam.20 According to the Pew 
Research Center, half of the partici-
pating population believe that most 
Muslims want to be distinct from the 
larger society, with fifty-four per-
cent in the UK, forty-five percent in 
Poland, sixty-eight percent in Spain, 
and a staggering seventy-six percent 
in Hungary holding this belief. 21
Muslims integrated well into Eu-
rope not solely in terms of values, 
but also in terms of adoption of the 
national language(s), education, 
and success in the labor market. A 
2017 survey found that second and 
third-generation Muslims were bet-
ter educated, had a better command 
of the national language, and found 
more success in the labor market 
than first-generation Muslims who 
likely grew up outside of Europe. In 
Germany and Switzerland, the rate 
of gainful employment among Mus-
lims is not significantly different 
from that of the entire population. 
seventy-five percent of Muslim re-
spondents regularly spend their free 
time with non-Muslims, and, over-
all, nearly all respondents – nine-
ty-four percent – feel connected to 
the country that they live in. This 
underlines a crucial fact claimed 
by Bertelsmann Stiftung expert Ste-
phen Vogel; Islam is not an obstacle 
to successful integration into Euro-
pean society.22 Despite the integra-
tion, Muslims who actively practice 
their faith often encounter discrimi-
nation in the job
market.23
The rise of Islamophobia, espe-
cially after 2015, has contributed 
significantly to deintegrating the 
countries of the European Union. 
In 2017, the EU decided to sue the 
three members - Hungary, Poland, 
and the Czech Republic - for not 
respecting their quotas for refugee 
resettlement demanded by the EU. 
Hungary’s Orbán defended his de-
fiance against the EU by telling the 
German daily newspaper Bild that 
the Hungarian government does 
not see these migrants as Muslim 
refugees, but rather as “Muslim in-
vaders.” 24
Primary evidence of Islamopho-
bia de-integrating Europe, however, 
can be found in the United King-
dom. Among the countless reasons 
that Brexiteers cite is the rise of Is-
lamophobia contributed to British 
citizens voting to leave the European 
Union. According to anti-Muslim 
attack monitor TellMama, research-
ers at the monitor went from re-
ceiving roughly forty to fifty reports 
of Islamophobic incidences a day 
to thirty in merely three days after 
the passing of the EU. referendum. 
Most of these incidents were direct-
ly related to Brexit.25 The founder of 
TellMama, Fiyaz Mughal, believes 
that the cluster of hate crimes since 
the vote has been because of cer-
tain British citizens with “deeply 
prejudicial and bigoted views” be-
ing empowered and believing “that 
they can air them and target them at 
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predominantly Muslim women and 
visibly different settled communi-
ties.”26 Since the Brexit vote, such in-
cidents of Muslims in Europe being 
affected by Brexit are substantiated 
by reported attacks. For example, 
Muslims are being shouted at and 
told to leave because of British cit-
izens “voting ‘them’ out” with Brex-
it.27 Indeed, politicians who pushed 
for Brexit constantly used Islamic 
terror as a means to persuade voters 
that leaving the EU was absolutely 
necessary. Nigel Farage, a key politi-
cian in promoting Brexit, constantly 
pushed for leaving the EU to end the 
“terror threat,” and Boris Johnson 
has also seized the opportunity to 
comment that he believes Brexit will 
improve security in the UK.28 This 
rhetoric worked. The UK illustrates 
a prime example of how Islamopho-
bia can tear apart the integration of 
the European Union.
The European Union’s overall 
approach to migration has created 
an obstacle to solidarity within the 
union. As it stands, the union does 
not have in place a system through 
which member states can share the 
responsibility of hosting migrants 
fairly. Member states continue to 
clash with one another over the 
question of who should host the 
asylum seekers and other migrants 
who manage to reach the shores of 
Europe. While member states in the 
southern border of Europe close to 
the Mediterranean Sea want to over-
haul the current system to spread 
the responsibility and relocation 
quotas for migrant arrivals, coun-
tries such as the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia are 
refusing to support this sort of fair 
mechanism.29 
A preconceived idea of what Is-
lam is and the reluctance of Euro-
pean member states to accept it is 
also reflected in the potential future 
integration of Europe, namely in the 
Muslim majority European states of 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and Turkey. At the European Union 
level, there is nothing that forbids 
the entry of a Muslim-majority 
country into the predominantly 
Christian EU because there is no 
reference to religion in the constitu-
tion. Thus, the question of whether 
or not Turkey, for example, should 
be admitted into the EU should be 
asked at the national level. The the 
response is mostly negative; only 
thirty percent of Europeans are in 
favor of enlargement to include Tur-
key.30 This is not simply because of 
dissatisfaction with Erdogan’s cur-
rent rule. The administrations from 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the first 
Turkish President, onwards trans-
formed Turkey into a fiercely sec-
ular state that oriented towards the 
West. In the span of seventy-five-
years, it joined all the regional West-
ern alliances such as NATO and the 
Council of Europe and played a vital 
role in the Western world during 
the Cold War. Yet being denied en-
try from the European Community, 
the EU’s predecessor, during a time 
when Turkey embraced Western 
values more dearly, signals an uneas-
iness with the Muslim culture of the 
country; this is why Turkish critics 
cite the EU as a “Christian Club”.31 
Whether or not the EU truly wishes 
to remain exclusive is debatable, it 
is clear that Islamophobia has been 
used in the past and will certainly 
continue to be a tool to reject the 
European countries more “foreign” 
to the current EU members
Despite its long presence on the 
continent, Islam continues to strike 
fear and repulsion into European 
society and legislation, especially 
post-2015. Member states of the EU 
still have large swaths of their popu-
lations with the following: unfavor-
able views of Muslims; not wanting 
more Muslims to immigrate; be-
lieving that there are more Muslims 
than there truly are in Europe; and 
believing that it is Muslims who 
choose to remain distinct rather 
than them being marginalized by 
the majority. All this has manifest-
ed into splintering in the union over 
opposing views on migration policy, 
with certain member states being 
sued and others leaving. Now, the 
problem of Islamophobia is inter-
twined with the EU’s future, and 
as the question of membership for 
three Muslim-majority European 
nations, the EU’s relationship with 
Islam will once again require more 
thought and analysis.
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